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Abstract
Certifying teachers is a very important element within the educational process. Teacher
certification is usually accomplished through undergraduate colleges of education. However,
because many professionals change careers and want to become teachers, alternative certification
programs were created. This qualitative case study was conducted to explore the School District
of Palm Beach County’s primary alternative certification program from 2018-2020, also known
as the Professional Development Certification Program (PDCP). Data collection involved semistructured interviews. Ten teachers who completed the PDCP from 2018–2020 participated in
focus groups and individual interviews. Participants held a positive view of the program’s
effectiveness in preparing them to teach. However, a few negative themes emerged. Because
the model for the program is used statewide, Florida school district administrators can learn from
the findings and implement the proposed recommendations.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Introduction to the Problem
Teaching is a high calling. But for some people, pursuing that call does not happen until
after undergraduate studies have been completed. Fortunately, alternative certification programs
(ACPs) exist to allow non-education majors and career changers to become educators. For them,
John Cotton Dana’s maxim, “He who dares to teach must never cease to learn,” (Gibson, 2019,
p. 1) is both motivation and a directive.
Nationally, Florida’s school system ranks as the fourth largest. More than 4,000 public
schools enroll almost 3 million students and each of Florida’s 67 counties acts as its own school
district (Recruitment Programs, 2020). The state annually identifies teacher shortage areas and
also advertises various recruitment programs to help alleviate the shortages. A district’s
Professional Development Certification Program (PDCP) is an option within ACPs.
Florida’s PDCP is on-the-job training in professional education competencies, known as
the Florida Educator Accomplished Practices. The competencies prepare high quality teachers
for the state’s public school districts and they are authorized by section 1012.56 of Florida
Statutes. Florida’s PDCP website, www.altcertflorida.org, describes the program as one that is
research based, incorporates distance learning best practices, and a standards-driven assessment
that is legally defensible (Professional Development Certification Program, 2020).
The School District of Palm Beach County’s (SDPBC) Professional Development
Certification Program is part of Florida’s PDCP. It is a thorough two-year program created to
grow quality teachers by offering professional education preparation through online learning and
mentor support. Participants are recently hired teachers with adequate content area knowledge
(Gibson, 2019). (In order to be hired as teachers, participants first obtain a Florida Temporary

7

Teaching Certificate.) Once hired to teach in Palm Beach County they declare their course of
study within one of the four following programs: the district’s alternative certification program
(the PDCP); a local state-approved college educator preparation institute; teacher-selected
university coursework; or coursework is not required as evidenced on the teacher’s Florida
Statement of Eligibility (Christiansen, 2016).
Participants commit to both devoting a significant amount of time to the program by
completing classroom and school-based assignments, and making a long-term investment in their
careers as educators. Recommendations for participants are that they are self-directed and
capable of productivity within a flexible learning environment. The challenge of beginning a
career without the benefit of prior professional training is noted. And finally, participants realize
that combining the multi-dimensional responsibilities of being an educator requires excellent
time management skills (Gibson, 2019).
Qualifications for participation in the PDCP for SDPBC are as follows: be a full-time, K12 classroom teacher; hold a Florida Department of Education temporary teaching certificate
(with a minimum of two years remaining on it); possess a bachelor’s degree in an area for which
the certificate will be issued; obtain approval from their current administrator; and maintain
adequate progress in the program per the program deadlines (Gibson, 2019).
Completion of the program requires satisfactory achievement within the following
components: Educator Support Program at the candidate’s school site; Reading Competency
Two portion of the reading endorsement; 20 Tasks identified within the state-designed PDCP
model; teacher evaluations and classroom observations; and all of the Florida Teacher
Certification Exams (General Knowledge, Subject Area Exam, and Professional Education)
(Gibson, 2019).
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Of course, providing a pathway for career changers and undergraduate non-education
majors to teach is not original to Palm Beach County. The genesis of alternative certification
programs occurred in the 1970s and 1980s when teacher shortages created a need for creative
methods to bring individuals back into the profession. State education departments and school
districts identified that teacher shortages would require them to create ways of placing a certified
teacher in each classroom (Humphrey & Wechsler, 2007, p. 484). In the early 1980’s Virginia
and New Jersey experimented with ACPs to attract people into teaching. The definition of an
alternative certification route at that time meant a pathway towards teaching other than a college
or university four-year teacher preparation program (Grossman & Loeb, 2008, p. 4). Such
programs emphasized intentionally recruiting career-changers and post-baccalaureates; thorough
screening of candidates; mentoring and support systems; training before and during teaching
assignments, and high standards upon completion (Feistritzer, 2008; Zumwalt & Craig, 2005).
As the 1990s began, concerns about teacher shortages were replaced by concerns over teacher
retention (Cochran-Smith, 2004).
The use of ACPs has grown over the past 40 years. Fewer than 300 teachers chose an
alternate route to certification in 1980, while in 2008-09, that number grew to 59,000
(Alternative Teaching Certification, 2011). Since 1985, 35 states added ACPs in order to license
teachers. In states like New Jersey, Texas, and California, more than 20% of new teachers enter
teaching through alternate certification routes (Zhang & Zeller, 2016). Such programs are
specifically designed to attract, prepare, and license competent individuals who already have a
bachelor’s degree at minimum. Standards for entry are set, a field-based model is used, and
candidates work closely with mentors to meet challenging program standards that will likely
translate into success within the classroom (Office of Innovation and Improvement, 2004).
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Statement of the Problem
School districts around the country are struggling to establish and maintain a high-quality
teacher workforce (Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, & Carver-Thomas, 2019). In 2015, the teacher
shortage nationwide stood at 64,000. According to Sutcher et al. (2016), unless there are major
changes in teacher supply, or somehow a reduced demand for additional teachers in the coming
years, annual shortages will exist in the amount of approximately 100,000 annually.
Regarding Florida’s teacher shortages, Howard (2019) went so far as to title his article
“Teaching, Anyone?” and made the alarming observation that the supply of teachers (in Florida)
was about to fall off a cliff. In Florida, for the 2010-11 school year, 8,032 people completed
traditional and alternative certification preparation programs (ACP). Just six years later, in
2016-17, the most recent year for which data is available, 5,612 people completed traditional and
alternative certification preparation programs; a 30% decline in the potential supply from within
the state (Howard, 2019). Because ACPs attract people who otherwise might not have become
teachers, they provide a solution to teacher shortages (Tigchelaar, Vermunt, & Brouwer, 2014).
Teacher retention is another problem that is widely identified as needing a solution.
According to the Alliance for Excellent Education (2014), about half a million teachers (13%)
either change professions or change schools every year. And when teacher turnover rates are
high, students have done worse on reading and mathematics standardized tests (Ronfeldt, Loeb,
& Wyckoff, 2013). In schools with higher rates of exodus, the impact of the disruption goes
beyond teacher quality. Regardless of the quality of the teacher who leaves, the act of teacher
turnover adversely affects the campus (Ronfeldt et al., 2013).
Student learning is adversely affected by veteran teacher turnover. This is due to several
factors. First, vacated positions are filled with inexperienced and consequently less effective
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teachers (Kane, Rockoff & Staiger, 2006; Rivkin, Hanushek & Kain, 2005; Rockoff, 2004).
Next, coherent instruction is disrupted by high turnover and this instability is especially
problematic as schools seek to institute change. New teachers are likely to make the same
mistakes instead of improving upon reform efforts. Also, turnover has financial implications
because of the time and effort needed to recruit. Finally, student learning is reduced when
effective teachers leave (Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2008).
Retaining beginning teachers is another systemic problem. Among new teachers,
between 25-50% stop teaching within the first three to five years (Arviv-Elyashiv &
Zimmerman, 2015; DeAngelis & Presley, 2011; Ewing & Smith, 2003; Ronfelt, Loeb, &
Wyckoff, 2013). According to Weinberger and Donitsa-Schmidt (2016), there are three factors
impacting this phenomenon: diversity of opportunities for college graduates; increasing
complexity of the teaching profession; and discrepancies between teaching and other professions
with regard to social appreciation and salary.
Teacher shortages, nationally, are caused by a relatively high rate of attrition. Attrition is
defined as the percentage of teachers leaving the profession in a school year. Close to 90% of
annual teacher demand is the result of attrition, with the other 10% being from positions created
or not yet filled. Because less than one third of this attrition is due to retirement, the hiring of
thousands of teachers nationwide is caused by beginning and mid-career teachers leaving the
profession. With a national attrition rate of 8.4%, a workforce of 3.8 million results in about
125,000 positions needing to be filled, annually, due to these teachers leaving (Sutcher, DarlingHammond, & Carver-Thomas, 2019).
In response to the high turnover rates within the ranks of beginning teachers, schools
have been focusing on induction support for this group. Ingersoll (as cited in Phillips, 2015,
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para. 19) stated, “The percentage of teachers that get some kind of induction has doubled over
the last couple of decades.” Broader research identifies many needs that must be satisfied for
beginning teachers to continue teaching. They are as follows: emotional support (Odell &
Ferraro, 1992); equal support, especially in schools with high needs (Johnson, Kardos,
Kauffman, Liu, & Donaldson, 2004); feelings of success (Fluckiger, McGlamery, & Edick,
2006); and the development of a desire and persistence to continue teaching (Buchanan, Prescott,
Shuck, Aubusson, & Burke, 2013). Research also supports that mentoring with collegial support
leads to lower rates of beginning teacher turnover (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006). Also,
having a mentor in the same field as the beginning teacher reduced the risk of attrition in the first
year by 30% (Ingersoll & Strong, 2012).
An emerging trend within ACPs is the recognition that they need to provide more
support. While increasing the teacher pool and supporting retention are important, teacher
preparation programs and creative support for preservice teachers, especially within alternative
licensing programs, are gaining traction as imperative for producing effective educators
(Henning-Smith, 2018). An examination of the School District of Palm Beach County’s ACP,
known as the Professional Development Certification Program (PDCP) helps to understand how
well it prepares teachers for their craft.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to examine teachers’ lived
experiences and growth perceptions within the School District of Palm Beach County’s
Professional Development Certification Program (PDCP). It explored the influence of the
program upon their understanding of the teaching profession as well as its effectiveness in
helping teachers become successful educators.
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Research Questions
The design of qualitative research included evolving methodology in order to produce
themes for inquiry and exploration. Two broad questions served as guides and provided focus
for exploration within this phenomenological study. The questions did not narrow the study too
specifically so that the researcher’s investigation was limited (Creswell, 2009). The primary
research questions were as follows:
RQ1. What are participants’ lived experiences in the School District of Palm Beach
County’s Professional Development Certification Program?
RQ2. What are the perceptions of participants in the School District of Palm Beach
County’s Professional Development Certification Program regarding its effectiveness in
preparing them to be successful in the classroom?
Significance
This study is significant to the field of education for three reasons. First, ACPs are a
popular path towards teaching and the School District of Palm Beach County’s PDCP has had a
steady increase of program completers across its history (Gibson, 2019). Understanding
participants’ lived experiences will allow the district to make program improvements. Next,
understanding teacher preparation efficiency could lead to increased student results. And finally,
teacher retention will potentially be increased as district leaders understand the lived experiences
of PDCP participants. The findings will allow PDCP program planners to make adjustments as
desired.
ACPs are a popular path for career changers and non-education majors to become fully
certified teachers. ACPs produce approximately 60,000 teachers annually, and between 2005
and 2010, one third of new teachers hired were certified through ACPs (Feistritzer, 2011).
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Locally, data shows that the School District of Palm Beach County’s PDCP is popular, and
candidates are completing at high rates. Of the 151 candidates enrolled in the PDCP program
during the 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 school years, 95% completed the program. And since
2013, 82% have completed while the mean completion rate was only 52% for each of the
previous six years (Gibson, 2019). This is due to a change in coordinators for the district as well
as the state streamlining its efforts to make the program easier for participants to navigate. The
district’s new coordinator implemented several steps to ensure that more candidates became
completers.
Increased completion rates and successful preparation of the new teachers has led to the
retention of these teachers. One of the most important steps within the district’s reorganization
of the program is a 3-hour orientation session that teaches candidates how to navigate the online
system. They learn what is required to complete each task, and then complete the first tasks
within the program at the orientation session. Also, the district assigns an assessor to grade each
task submission upon completion. A final significant change has been school visits conducted
with each candidate to review progress (Gibson, 2019). A comprehensive overview of all of the
district’s support structures can be found in Appendix B, PDCP Candidates vs. Completers.
Among the most important considerations for ACPs is teacher preparation. Are they
quality teacher preparation programs, or just short-term solutions to teacher shortages (Karge &
McCabe, 2014)? One criticism of ACPs is that with such brief preparation, the teachers are
unprepared for the realities of the classroom (Evans, 2015, p. 33). Many times, beginning
teachers are essentially left to “sink or swim.” This does not lead to maximal instructional
effectiveness and desired student learning outcomes (Ingersoll, 2012).
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Recently, the SDPBC identified several concepts as research priorities (Houchens, 2018).
Among them, teacher preparation, recruitment, or retention are listed at the top. Because teacher
preparation, motivation, self-efficacy, and well-being were addressed in the study, and because
they are intrinsically tied to retention, the study produced findings that show how the district’s
retention of staff can be increased.
Assumptions and Limitations
Phenomenological studies are inductive, eliciting the participants’ experiences and
associated feelings and emotions. It is important to consider assumptions. A key assumption for
this study was that the participants were open to the experience of being interviewed. Also, their
answers were free from influence from the district, the researcher, and fellow participants. It is
also assumed that they provided honest answers and did their best to relay information about
their lived experiences (Hiteman, 2014).
The researcher was a teacher from within the targeted school district. Although the
researcher did not acquire his license through an ACP, bias and other influences have the
potential to limit the researcher’s understanding of participants’ PDCP experiences. While the
researcher engaged in bracketing, the possibility for misinterpretation exists. Even though two
people experience the same thing, they each interpret it in different ways and make sense of it
using their own subjective thinking (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).
Other potential limitations may arise from challenges related to the COVID-19 health
pandemic. Although an adequate number of participants was used, it was difficult to recruit
participants for the study. Given the pandemic’s strain on teachers within the district - having to
teach synchronously both the students in class as well as students online - the district was
protective of its teachers. Focus group and individual interviews were conducted virtually. The
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researcher offered $40 gift card compensation, an amount that was commensurate with
participants’ time and energy during a public health crisis.
In summary, the introduction provided background information regarding alternative
certification programs. One such program is the School District of Palm Beach County’s
Professional Development Certification Program. It is a popular way for graduates of
undergraduate non-education programs to not only become licensed to teach in Florida, but also
receive job-embedded preparation through online learning and mentor support.
Organization of the Study
The remainder of the study is devoted to the review of relevant literature (Chapter 2),
pertinent methodology (Chapter 3), the results (Chapter 4), and conclusions (Chapter 5). The
purpose of the study was to describe and understand the lived experiences of teachers who have
completed the SDPBC’s PDCP. It explored the PDCP’s impact on participants as teachers and
sought recommendations that allow the district to make improvements to the program.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Traditional vs. Alternative Certification Programs
One of the reasons for the emergence of ACPs was the dissatisfaction with traditional
education preparation programs. “Normal schools” were at the forefront of such dissatisfaction
and were created to train high school graduates to become teachers. James Koerner’s The
Miseducation of American Teachers (1963) and James Conant’s The Education of American
Teachers (1963) critiqued the system and supported the public’s perception of a flawed
education system. Koerner (1963) recommended many routes to gain a teaching license and
Conant (1963) observed the lack of rigor and problems with state requirements for certification
as barriers. These recommendations formed the basis of the movement that deregulated some
states’ requirements in the 1980s.
Lucas (1997) presented five main areas of criticisms of traditional university-based
teacher programs. First, the quality of pre-service teacher candidates was sub-standard. Second,
there were weaknesses within the structure of preparation programs. Third, the length of preservice programs was inadequate. Next, there were issues with placement and the coursework
sequence. And finally, there were problems with clinical training or student practicums.
Gradually, state and federal legislatures voiced their concerns about the mediocre job being done
regarding teacher preparation (Duncan, 2009).
Because the researcher used the terms alternative certification and alternative route
programs interchangeably, it is important to understand the definition for each, and how the use
of the terms interchangeably can be justified. As noted by Karge and McCabe (2014),
“alternative certification” has many meanings. The diversity of these terms creates “havoc” for
meaningful comparative research. “Teacher preparation may best be represented as a continuum
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along which the point where alternative ends and standard preparation begins is uncertain”
(Rosenberg & Sindelar, 2005, p. 1). The National Association for Alternative Certification
developed the following definition:
Alternative route to certification or licensure: A preparation program that primarily
serves candidates who become the teachers or other school leaders of record in
classrooms/schools while participating in, or immediately after participation in, the route
to certification. Institutions with routes focus not only on preparation but also on
recruitment, selection, support, and retention. In common usage, “alternative routes to
certification or licensure” broadly describes any preparation program other than a
traditional undergraduate degree-granting program leading to certification. Each state
further defines “alternative routes” to certification or licensure. (Formally Defining
Alternative Certification, 2019, para. 1)
Due to variability in programs, some researchers have acknowledged that it is
“impossible to compare” paths to certification. They have identified the importance of placing
clear descriptions of each pathway including information and data to assist potential participants
in reaching informed decisions for program entry, participation, and retention (Feistritzer, 2009).
Various Alternative Programs
Minnesota’s gradual release of responsibility model.
Prior to signing legislation to create an ACP in Minnesota in 2011, Governor Mark
Dayton, argued: Minnesota needed to be able to cast a wider net to recruit and train top
teaching talent, particularly mid-career professionals who didn’t want to invest the time it
would take to earn a teaching degree from a traditional college or university. (McGuire,
2012, para. 3)
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The program’s goal was to recruit more professionals into becoming teachers.
Proponents said, “an alternative certification program would reinvigorate the state’s teaching
ranks and provide another weapon in attacking the achievement gap between white and minority
students” (McGuire, 2012, para. 3). The state went from one alternative certification program to
11 in a period of six years (Minnesota Board of Teaching, 2015).
Minnesota’s gradual release of responsibility (GRR) model (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983)
is incorporated into the student-teaching portion of its ACP. The ACP includes a summer
residency program divided into three parts lasting nine weeks total. The first part develops
teacher identity, understanding of the local context, and foundational teaching coursework. The
next part provides time for application and testing of practices in a field experience. And the
final part supports synthesis, reflection, and time to develop a plan for the future.
Critics of the GRR model find it too “simple and assumptive.” They have suggested the
following:
It must go deeper into what it means to be a teacher by engaging in the act of teaching on
a recursive level. While using a GRR model for teacher development does limit the
availability of possible outcomes, experiences, and expectations, it can be adjusted to
allow for more possibilities and places of support. (Henning-Smith, 2018, p. 20)
California model.
For more than 30 years, the National Center for Education Information has been
publishing data about alternative certification programs throughout the United States. In
California, over 20,000 people have been alternatively certified since 1995 and approximately
18% of new teachers are alternatively certified (Kearny, 2013). The growth of the programs in
California shows its viability in helping to grow and maintain the teaching force. Between 2005
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and 2013, an additional 148 ACPs were created and were being offered through 65 institutions
(Kearney, 2013).
These pathways have been good for alleviating California teacher shortages (Chin &
Young, 2007), and a high percentage (83%) of those alternatively certified were still in the same
school five years later (Bond & Sandy, 2001). Similar to the Florida model, the participants are
the teachers of record on a full contract with the same rights and responsibilities of credentialed
teachers. While teaching, the participants concurrently complete required fieldwork and
coursework in their respective programs. The alternative certification program may be district or
university sponsored, or it can be a district and university collaboration. The teachers have two
years to complete all of the requirements within a university sponsored program or three years
within a district sponsored program.
In California, alternative certification is provided by the California Commission on
Teacher Credentialing (CCTC). Since 1967, alternatively certified candidates have had the
opportunity to acquire certification internships through university and district collaboration (The
Teacher Education Internship Act 44450, 1967). Fifteen years later, the legislature passed a law
that allowed districts to develop internship programs independently (McKibbin, 2002). And in
1997, laws were passed to ensure both university and district ACPs met CCTC standards.
Consequently, all teachers prepared in California, whether through traditional or alternative
routes, must achieve the same standards.
The most prominent success of California’s ACPs is their propensity to produce teachers
who stay in the profession for longer periods of time. Johnson, Berg, and Donaldson (2005)
found that these teachers tend to remain in teaching longer than their colleagues who were
trained by traditional programs. Karge and McCabe (2014) affirmed this finding by surveying
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124 ACP teachers related to ten critical features from three seminal studies. The retention rate of
96% is among the highest in the country.
Transition to teaching.
In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education published A Nation at
Risk. The report highlighted a perception that the nation’s schools were failing. Also, recent
analysis has described the perceived inability of U.S. schools to prepare students who can
compete globally within the science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) disciplines
(Morettini, 2014). Such inadequacies, along with research that suggests that teachers’ work has
“increased, intensified, and expanded” (Valli & Buese, 2007, p. 520) over the past 20 years,
purports an argument that it is unattractive for people in the STEM field to transition into
teaching.
Programs such as the Alternative Certification for Science and Mathematics (ACSM) are
attractive to STEM career changers and have proven to be effective. It is a federally funded
Transition to Teaching partnership between a university and Colton County Public Schools. It
prepares middle school science and mathematics teachers to work in high-need, low-performing
middle schools in Colton County Public Schools.
Several characteristics make the program unique. Because it is federally funded through
the U.S. Department of Education’s Transition to Teaching grant, it subsidizes costs for
participants. Also, teachers with at least a 3.0 GPA can take an additional nine credits at the
university to earn a master’s degree. Participants work as the teacher of record but are also given
a university mentor who works closely with the participant as he or she teaches for the first year.
During that first year, the participants work half of the time and earn half of a teacher’s salary.

21

Full medical benefits are provided during the 13-month program, which is longer than many
alternative certification programs, but shorter than most (Morettini, 2014).
Palm Beach County’s Professional Development Certification Program.
There are three program components within the School District of Palm Beach County’s
PDCP. First, participants must complete 20 job-embedded tasks. These tasks align with the
Florida Educator Accomplished Practices. Participants log in to Florida’s alternative
certification website to complete the tasks, which are used by several districts and are considered
to be the state model. The tasks embody basic skills that all educators should possess.
The second component of the PDCP is completion of a 10-week Reading Competency
course. The course is an online staff development training course. It is designed to improve
teachers’ reading instruction and it is facilitated by a PDCP professional. It is considered a 60hour course and participants use self-pacing to complete the requirements within the 10-week
time frame (Sadler, 2018).
The third component within the program is for participants to take tests to demonstrate
mastery of content. The battery of tests is known as Florida Teacher Certification Examinations.
Participants take one of 39 subject area examinations, the General Knowledge Test, and the
Professional Education Test. They must achieve passing scores in order to complete the program
and receive certification (Canto, 2017).
Hybrid Programs
A few hybrid programs have been incorporated with positive results. A hybrid program
requires participants to complete requirements within both traditional and alternative teacher
education preparation programs. New York City’s Department of Education has implemented
one such program.
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New York City’s hybrid program.
Various teacher education programs have been studied and have demonstrated varying
degrees of effectiveness. One such program was the hybridized partnership between alternative
and university-based teacher preparation programs in New York City. It was a short-lived, yet
innovative effort.
Mungal (2015) described the partnership between alternative and university-based
teacher programs in New York as one of convenience. Universities felt threatened by alternative
programs and viewed them as academically weak. At the same time, alternative organizations
saw the university programs as clinically lacking and too academic.
In New York, the robust growth of alternative teacher preparation programs led to
partnerships with education schools. The outcome was the creation of the Relay Graduate
School of Education. Between 1999 and 2012, alternative programs like Teach for America and
New York City Teaching Fellows partnered with education schools because the candidates
needed to obtain a master’s degree in teaching, as mandated by the state. The positives of such
partnerships were many: the students received better grounding in pedagogy; the university
programs had an influx of diverse candidates from elite colleges and universities; and the
alternative programs received the required courses and certification by the state (Mungal, 2012).
The partnership was “characterized by creative and competitive tensions, rather than what
ultimately became two parallel teacher education systems largely isolated and in competition
with each other” (Mungal, 2015, p. 3).
Georgia hybrid model.
Another alternative pathway to certification hybrid approach that has been highly
successful is Focus on Change in Understanding Staff and Staffing System’s in Georgia Public
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Schools (FOCUS). For the program, over 500 teachers were recruited, selected, and placed in
high-need schools. Georgia’s six alternative pathways to certification were consolidated into
one, and retention rates were very high within the program (Cobia, 2015).
Georgia’s high percentage of rural and high poverty schools require a greater depth of
focus on the myriad of issues that these schools encounter. These schools face a challenging
situation in keeping quality teachers (Collins, 1999; Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005).
Their turnover rates are higher than other schools and the teachers who stay are usually less
qualified than those who leave (Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006). Smith and Ingersoll
(2004) found that an increase in the percentage of students receiving free or reduced-price
lunches meant an increased risk that new teachers would leave after their first year. The increase
was as much as 50%.
A link exists between beginning teachers’ participation in induction programs (such as
ACPs) and retention (Ingersoll, 2012). Factors with the strongest impact on retention are having
common planning with teachers in the same subject area and having a mentor teacher from the
same subject area. Also, the way teachers are prepared often affects the retention incentives that
they find most appealing. Teachers who are prepared traditionally want increased financial
support to remain in high-need schools (differential pay, performance bonuses, and tuition
reimbursement). Teachers prepared by an alternative route identify more authority in the school
and opportunities for professional development as attractive enticements to stay in difficult
schools (Greenlee & Brown, 2009).
Specific aspects of the FOCUS program focused on reducing the factors that inhibited the
recruitment, selection, certification, placement, and retention of transition teachers (those
entering the teaching profession from other professions). The goal was to place and retain a
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diverse workforce in critical subject areas within high-need schools. Support for such schools is
particularly important given that turnover in these schools is 50% higher than for those in
affluent areas (Ingersoll, 2001).
A summary of select Alternative Certification Professional Development Programs from
Florida, Georgia, California, New York, and Minnesota are included in Table 1 of the Appendix.
Criticism of Alternative Certification Programs
Training teachers towards certification is a highly important endeavor. Teaching is the
one profession that makes all of the other professions possible. As such, the research on types of
certification is extensive and naturally yields criticism in various forms.
While much research that focuses on the superiority of traditional teacher training vs.
alternative certification programs has been deemed inconsequential, some studies purport one as
being better than the other. Wenglinsky’s (2000) large-scale study of both options found that
students from university teacher preparation programs outperformed students of alternatively
certified teachers. Similarly, Dalring-Hammond’s (2005) longitudinal research measured student
achievement across six different tests, and concluded that “relative to teachers with standard
certification, uncertified teachers and those in most other non-standard certification categories
generally had negative effects on student achievement, after controlling for student
characteristics and prior achievement, as well as teacher experience and degrees” (p. 16).
Specific criticism of ACPs is thorough, and has existed since their inception. Baines
(2006) noted that in the 1980s only a few states had alternative programs, they were of
questionable quality, and were only “dusted off” in case of emergency. He went on to suggest
that programs vary so much in their requirements that they cannot possibly produce high quality
teachers. In his estimation, Los Angeles Unified School District teachers are required to do
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“next to nothing.” They do not need classroom experience and the courses that are required are
delivered in brief seminars or online during the first year. “As with the ranking system of public
schools, the sole indicator of quality for teacher certification programs has become the
percentage of teacher candidates able to pass multiple-choice exams” (Baines, 2006, p. 326).
Baines went on to observe that while many programs have extensive admission, internship, and
graduation requirements, others expect only a beating heart and payment to enter their program.
Advocates for traditional teacher preparation – especially for those who will serve lowincome students – have argued that it is important for teachers to know how children learn and
how to make content accessible (National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future,
1996). Various studies support this view (Betts, Rueben, & Dannenberg, 2000; DarlingHammond, 2000b; Ferguson, 1991; Fetler, 1999; Goe, 2002; Goldhaber & Brewer, 2000; Hawk,
Coble, & Swanson, 1985; Monk, 1994; Strauss & Sawye,r 1986; Wenglinsky, 2000; Wilson,
Floden, & Ferrini-Mundy, 2001). Conversely, opponents of traditional programs argue that
teacher effectiveness is just as much a function of academic ability and solid subject matter
knowledge as it is specialized teacher training (Ballou & Podgursky, 2000; Finn, 1999; U.S.
Department of Education, 2002).
National and State organizations’ emphasis on standards-based training.
Considering the significance of teacher preparation, criticism from national educational
organizations is to be both expected and encouraged. Many express concerns regarding
alternative certification, whether directly or indirectly, and emphasize the importance of teacher
preparation standards. The National Education Association (NEA) is one such organization.
The NEA, which can be described as the national teacher’s union, recognizes the need for
alternative routes to certification. However, the organization emphasizes that professional
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licensing boards should establish standards that must be achieved by the potential teacher. These
standards should include high academic performance, extensive clinical experience, and
demonstrated knowledge of subject matter, pedagogy, and child development (Van Roekel,
2020). The NEA’s concern with alternative certification programs as they exist today is that
“licensure systems should be current, comprehensive, and enforced. Unfortunately, the
unchecked proliferation of alternative route programs has resulted in a dizzying array of options
for prospective teachers, some of which openly circumvent state standards” (Van Roekel, 2020,
p. 1).
In addition to a lack of fidelity with state standards, the NEA expresses concern regarding
AC training overall and the states’ cost to retrain or replace inadequately prepared educators.
NEA President Dennis Van Roekel said the following:
Improving state policies to recruit, retain, and reward quality teachers is essential if we
are to offer a great public school to every student. NEA opposes fast-track alternative
routes to licensure that not only fail to provide candidates the training they need to be
successful educators, but also shortchange our students and cost state money they can ill
afford for retraining and replacing poorly prepared teachers. (Van Roekel, 2020, p. 1)
Another national education organization that supports uniform and rigorous standards
within traditional teacher preparation programs is the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and
Support Consortium (INTASC). INTASC is a consortium of state education agencies dedicated
to changing the preparation, licensing, and on-going professional development of teachers.
Within their Model State Teacher Policy, INTASC states:
Standards are the policy that drive the system. INTASC believes that all education policy
should be driven by what we want our P-12 students to know and be able to do. Thus, all
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aspects of a state’s education system should be aligned with and organized to achieve the
state’s policy as embodied in its P-12 student standards. This includes its teacher
licensing system. Teacher licensing standards are the state’s policy for what all teachers
must know and be able to do in order to effectively help all students achieve the P-12
student standards. The teacher licensing standards become the driving force behind how
a state’s teacher licensing system is organized and implemented. Thus, a state’s process
for approving teacher preparation programs should be designed to verify that a program
is aligned with the teacher licensing standards and provides opportunities for the
candidates to meet the standards. (Council, n.d., p.1)
At the state level, several organizations are critical of alternative certification programs
while promoting high standards for teacher licensure. One such organization is the Minnesota
Science Teachers Association (MnSTA). The mission of MnSTA is to “stimulate, coordinate,
and improve science teaching and learning for all” (Schmitt, 2010, p. 2). In the wake of a
perceived lowering of standards within alternative certification programs, the 2010 MnSTA
Legislative Platform noted that 77% of MnSTA membership opposed any reduction in rigor of
the science licensure standards, and 63% felt more instruction in safety and pedagogy should be
required for teachers receiving non-traditional licensure. The platform concluded with the
observation that “The State Legislature should not support alternative licensure programs in
science that do not provide a combination of content, laboratory safety and pedagogical rigor.
Minnesota students deserve no less than the best prepared science teachers” (Schmitt, p. 2,
2010).
Emphasis on efficacy.
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As with any profession, beginners want to feel confident in their abilities. The same is
especially true for teachers. Ginott’s (2008) quote is well known among educators: “I have come
to the frightening conclusion that I am the decisive element in the classroom.” Efficacy, or the
belief in one’s ability to achieve the desired result, is commonly promoted within education,
especially as it relates to teacher preparation. Because of the responsibility that is placed upon
teachers, they feel pressure to help students achieve.
The NEA and the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) are two main national teacher
unions in the United States, and both have expressed concern with ACPs and efficacy. Beyond
the NEA’s criticism of varying standards, the AFT addresses efficacy by warning potential
teachers that alternative certification’s condensed years of preparation “can leave some teachers
feeling unprepared” (Weingarten, 2016, p. 11). This warning is disputed by the work of Stone
(2000) and Wayman et al. (2003) who found that teachers from traditional degree programs and
alternatively trained teachers expressed the same levels of competencies. Also, other studies
have concluded that alternative program teachers are satisfied with the acquired skills from their
training (Chen, 2003; Lohmeier, 2000; Thompson, 2003; Viveros, 2002).
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Research Design
Quality research endeavors to maintain focus on the research questions that guide the
study. The primary research questions for this phenomenological study were as follows:
RQ1. What are participants’ lived experiences in the School District of Palm Beach
County’s Professional Development Certification Program?
RQ2. What are the perceptions of participants in the School District of Palm Beach
County’s Professional Development Certification Program regarding its effectiveness in
preparing them to be successful in the classroom?
The purpose of this phenomenological case study was to explore teachers’ lived
experiences as well as their growth perceptions within the School District of Palm Beach
County’s Professional Development Certification Program (PDCP). The research included a
description of the problem, the participants’ voices, and the researchers’ interpretations
(Creswell, 2015). Education, like health and social work, is ideal for qualitative research
because it focuses on the problems that people encounter every day. “Research focused on
discovery, insight, and understanding from the perspectives of those being studied offers the
greatest promise of making a difference in people’s lives” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 1).
Qualitative research seeks to understand how people make sense of their lives (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016).
Sample
To gather data on PDCP participants’ lived experience and growth perspectives, 10
program participants were interviewed through focus groups and individual interviews.
According to Stake (2005), the suggested sample size for case study research is eight to 12
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participants, or an adequate number until data saturation is reached. Saturation happens when
the previous interview contributes little new information to satisfy the research questions.
The participants have completed at least one year of teaching, but not more than three
years of teaching. There were approximately 100 teachers who were potential participants. The
teachers utilized for the study represented a variety of characteristics. The researcher sought
diversity related to both level and subject taught. This was achieved in that two participants
were from the elementary level, four were from the middle school level, and four were high
school level. Also, five taught core subject courses and five taught elective courses.
The first strategy that was used by the researcher was focus groups. Each of the two
focus groups consisted of four and three participants respectively. Krueger and Casey (2015)
observed that focus groups work well to “explore perceptions, feelings, and thinking about
issues, ideas, products, services, or opportunities” (p. 7). They also provided important
characteristics of focus groups. Focus groups involve a variety of people wherein they are small
enough so that everyone has an opportunity to share insights and they are large enough to
provide a diversity of perceptions. The participants possess certain characteristics. In this case,
the participants completed the School District of Palm Beach County’s PDCP, had at least one
year of teaching experience, but not more than three years of teaching experience.
After the two focus group sessions, the researcher conducted individual interviews. The
focus groups were conducted first in order to identify repeating themes or topics. The individual
interviews then included some of the same focus group questions but also explored repeating
themes so that they could be more fully understood. Prior to conducting the interviews, the
interview instrument was considered a draft. As the data from the focus groups was analyzed the
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interview instrument was informed and modified so that a set of appropriate questions could be
used.
The number of interview participants depended upon the number of willing participants
as well as upon saturation. Saturation happens when continuing data collection does not produce
any new information or insights into the phenomenon (Merriam, 2016). Once saturation was
achieved the interviews ceased.
Seidman (2013) answered the question, “Why Interview?” by noting that interviewing
allows people to tell their stories, and that the stories they tell are a way of knowing. The words
that people use within their stories are microcosms of their consciousness (Vygotsky, 1987).
Complicated social and educational issues are accessed through an individual’s consciousness.
W.E.B. Du Bois understood this when he stated, “I seem to see a way of elucidating the inner
meaning of life and significance of that race problem by explaining it in terms of the one human
life that I know best” (Wideman, 1990, p. xiv).
Instruments
This study was a phenomenological intrinsic case study. According to Flipp (2014), in an
intrinsic case study the researcher studies the case itself without first focusing on an issue or
concern. The case at hand was the School District of Palm Beach County’s Professional
Development Certification Program. The primary data collection method was focus group
interview questions followed by individual interview questions. Each focus group consisted of
three or four participants. The teachers completed the program within the past three years, had at
least one year of teaching experience, but not more than three. Focus group data was analyzed to
help create individual interview questions. This is a suggested strategy from Merriam and
Tisdell (2015), who advised the researcher to “Plan data collection sessions according to what
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you find in previous observations” (p. 198). Three new participants were individually
interviewed. Individual interviews continued until saturation was reached. The interviewees
were asked to consider all questions in the context of the classroom.
The focus group questions were built upon the expectations for program participation, as
well as research. For example, participants are expected to complete 20 job-embedded tasks and
an online reading competency course. Consequently, there were questions that asked
participants to identify which task or component within each of those requirements was most
beneficial, and why. Evans (2015) focused on the following five research-based strategies that
help alternative certification teachers transition to their new careers: create a trusting classroom;
effective classroom management; self-efficacy; creating high expectations; and create intrinsic
motivation. Each of the strategies had a designated question. For example, “Did the program
help you create a trusting classroom community? And if so, how?” The focus group questions
related to the project’s research questions because they identify participants’ lived experiences
and helped participants communicate the program’s effectiveness in preparing them to be
successful in the classroom. The full set of focus group questions can be found in Appendix C.
Data Collection
A pilot study was used to test the research instrument for any potential problems. Pilot
studies are important because they can be used to detect possible flaws in the measurement
instrument and make improvements to it (Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001; Watson, Atkinson, &
Rose, 2007). Three program completers who were not part of the participant group were
questioned. This provides value and credibility to the research project (Van Wijk & Harrison,
2013), and helped the researcher to discern if any adjustments needed to be made concerning the
instruments.
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Focus groups are effective when participants feel safe. They sense that they are in a
judge free zone resulting in a promotion of self-disclosure (Krueger & Casey, 2015). Jourard
(1964) found that people decide what to reveal due to their perceptions of the people in their
company. His studies of self-disclosure found that “subjects tended to disclose more about
themselves to people who resembled them in various ways than to people who differ from them”
(p. 15). The resemblance in this case will be participation in the School District of Palm Beach
County’s PDCP.
The researcher’s goal in this study was to create a comfortable environment in which
participants understood their similarities and were free to communicate all aspects of their PDCP
experience - whether positive or negative. The interviewer (researcher) encouraged comments of
all types and was careful not to judge responses nor elicit body language that might have
communicated approval or disapproval. The role of the moderator (researcher) was to ask
questions, listen, keep the discussion focused, and make sure that all participants had the
opportunity to share (Krueger & Casey, 2015).
Following data collection through two focus group sessions the researcher conducted indepth, semi-structured interviews with three PDCP participants. Because the purpose of the
study was to understand the lived experiences of PDCP participants, Seidman’s (2013) four
phenomenological themes provided the perspective through which all questions were asked and
analyzed. The themes are as follows: the temporal and transitory nature of human experience;
subjective understanding; lived experience as the foundation of “phenomena”; and, the emphasis
on meaning and meaning in context. According to Seidman (2013), these themes provide both
the rationale and logic for the organization, technique, and viewpoint to analyze, understand, and
share the interview data acquired. Interviews were conducted using a time goal of 45-60 minutes
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each. This format allowed participants to reconstruct and think upon their experience within the
context of their lives as teachers within the program.
Data Analysis
This qualitative, phenomenological, case study had some unique features that affected
data analysis, as highlighted by Merriam and Tisdell (2015). First, it was an intensive and
holistic description of a single, bounded case. The case is teacher participants who were a part of
the School District of Palm Beach County’s Professional Development Certification Program
during one of three years beginning in fall 2017 and ending in spring 2020. Understanding the
case is the most important consideration when analyzing the data. It was possible that the range
of data sources - focus groups and individual interviews – could have provided disparate or even
seemingly contradictory information. The researcher was challenged to make sense of the data
and managing the data was important in this situation.
Data management included the information about the case being brought together so that
the data was easily retrievable. Yin (2014) referred to this database material as a “systematic
archive of all the data . . . from a case study” (p. 238), which differs from the case study report.
Similarly, Patton (2015) clarified that:
The case study record pulls together and organizes the voluminous case data into a
comprehensive, primary resource package. The case record includes all the major
information that will be used in doing the case analysis and case study. Information is
edited, redundancies are sorted out, parts are fitted together, and the case record is
organized for ready access either chronologically and/or topically. The case record must
be complete but manageable (p. 537).
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All interviews were conducted and recorded using Google Meet technology. This
allowed for the creation of a digital file that the researcher used to transcribe the interviews.
Once completed, each transcript was read and reread for accuracy by listening to the recordings
while reading the transcript. Data was analyzed using an open coding process in order to grasp
its nature and significance (Merriam, 2009; Van Manen, 1990). The researcher manually coded
the transcript using In Vivo Coding in order to identify repeating themes.
In vivo literally translates as “in that which is alive,” and refers to a word or short phrase
found in the qualitative data record. Strauss (1987) described it as “the term used by participants
themselves” (p. 33). It is appropriate for all qualitative studies, especially those in which the
researcher is a beginner, and those that prioritize the participant’s voice (Saldańa, 2016).
Protecting the identity of the participant is an important consideration and was taken
seriously. When transcribing the interviews, a pseudonym “that does justice to the participant”
was selected (Seidman, 2013, p. 124). Age, ethnicity, and the context of the participant’s life
were taken into consideration when choosing each fictitious name.
Finally, the researcher used member checks, a common strategy to ensure validity and
credibility. Some of the participants’ feedback was sought on the preliminary findings. Maxwell
(2013) observed the following:
This is the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the
meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective they have on what is going
on, as well as being an important way of identifying your own biases and
misunderstanding of what you observed. (pp. 126-127)
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The process involved the researcher taking some of the preliminary analysis to the
participants to see if the interpretation was accurate. Most confirmed the analysis while others
suggested a change to better grasp their experience (Merriam, 2016).
Limitations
Ten recent PDCP completers participated in the study. The sample size was adequate
based on the fact that saturation was achieved. The purpose within a phenomenological study is
to avoid generalizing. Therefore, the limitation of a smaller sample size is acceptable because
the goal is to provide meaning to the specific experiences of a smaller number of participants.
The number of participants and the interview methodologies invoked comprehensive dialogues,
translating into a meaningful analysis of the district’s career changer professional development
program. Because qualitative research interviews are usually more time consuming than
quantitative data collection, a fewer number of participants is acceptable (Patten, 2012).
The researcher attempted to have as many participants as was feasible. Once the school
district provided IRB approval a data request was made to acquire the names of program
completers from the past three years. Emails were sent to all potential participants;
approximately 100 in total. A $40 restaurant gift card was offered as an incentive to participate.
Fifteen completers replied, however not all returned the informed consent document. Efforts
were made to get the documents returned, but respondents became uninterested and stopped
responding to inquiries.
Participants were representative of the total population of PDCP participants. Having a
balance of participants from each of the three school levels - elementary, middle, and high provided such representation. Also, there was diversity within the participant group with regard
to age, race, and gender. This further delimits the sample. A case for unreasonable sampling
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bias could be made if the participants are homogeneous (Gustafson, 2014). However, because
the sample size was only 10 participants, it was impossible for the participant group to be
representative of the broad population.
Another limitation existed in that the researcher was a novice when it comes to a
phenomenological inquiry. The researcher is a teacher with 25 years of experience in education.
However, he became a teacher by completing a traditional teacher education program at a liberal
arts college within a smaller sized university. Although he has worked with many nontraditionally licensed educators, it is recognized that bias and predetermined notions exist
(Hiteman, 2014).
A final limitation of the research is that the focus was only one program in one district in
one state. The findings of this research may not be applicable to other programs, even towards
districts that are near in proximity. Other alternative certification programs may differ
significantly. For example, the Alternative Certification for Educators program in nearby
Broward County has many requirements similar to Palm Beach County’s program. However,
other than the orientation, Broward’s program does not include regular face-to-face meetings
with other program participants.
Ethical Considerations
Because data collection was from people about people and programs, ethical
considerations were of utmost importance (Creswell, 2009). Ethical practices were used
throughout the study. Even though governmental, university, and school district ethical codes
exist, the ethical practices within the study relied solely upon the researcher’s own standards and
ethics (Merriam, 2009). The researcher was careful to exhibit sensitivity to both procedural
aspects in addition to important ethical issues within research that includes human beings
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(Marshall & Rossman, 2010), and the researcher was trained on ethics in research through the
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative.
Primary ethical practices related to respect for persons, beneficence, and justice as a
procedural matter. Respect for persons was evident through freedom of participation in the
study, respect for privacy, and anonymity. Beneficence was understood as the concept of doing
no harm to another human being. Finally, justice was conveyed as equal share and fairness.
Marshall and Rossman (2010) identified a major factor of justice as avoiding the mistreatment
and abuse of participants.
Practical ethical considerations included informed consent and assigning pseudonyms to
participants in order to preserve confidentiality. Informed consent forms were distributed to all
participants. Ethical measures were also used during data analysis and interpretation. The
analyzed data will be secured for seven years in a safe location, and after that time span the
recordings will be deleted. The researcher used great care to represent the experiences,
emotions, and feelings of the participants’ lived experiences. The researcher did not change the
essence of the data. Participants had the opportunity to review and clarify the data, a process
known as member checking, though none took advantage of it. Member checking could have
assisted the researcher in accurately depicting the participants’ lived experiences (Hiteman,
2014). Ethical data analysis practices were ensured through such effort (Creswell, 2009;
Roberts, 2010).
Summary
This research project’s methodological design included basic tenets of fundamental
research. The research questions focused on the lived experiences of PDCP participants and
their perceptions of how the program prepared them to be successful teachers. The sample

39

included focus groups and individual interviews. The instruments for data collection were focus
group questions built upon best teacher practices according to research, and individual interview
questions built upon themes identified within the focus groups. Data analysis occurred through
In Vivo Coding and participants were representative of the total population of PDCP
participants. Finally, the researcher was trained in various essential components of ethics in
research.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
The purpose of this phenomenological case study was to understand the lived experiences
of participants in the School District of Palm Beach County’s Professional Development
Certification Program during 2018-2020. The study was conducted utilizing Google Meet,
videoconferencing software that became more prevalent as a way for people to connect during
the COVID-19 global pandemic. Semi-structured questions were used as part of standard
interview protocols. This chapter includes a review of the data collection procedures as well as
a summary of the findings. Recommendations and conclusions are included in Chapter 5.
Data Collection
In order to collect data, 10 program completers were interviewed through two formats:
focus groups and individual interviews. A solicitation was extended to all program completers
for the years 2018-2020. Thirteen people responded and returned the informed consent form in a
timely manner. Prior to the data collection, a pilot study was conducted with three completers in
order to make sure that the research instrument did not contain potential problems. The district’s
manager of professional development also made instrument suggestions so that the data acquired
would be beneficial to the district. Pilot study participants were primarily chosen based upon
ease of access. All participants were given a $40 restaurant gift card for participating. The pilot
study revealed that the interview protocol could be used to acquire the desired data. And
because it did not prompt changes to the instrument and because two of the pilot participants
were the same as the sample population, their data was included with the other 10 participants’
data.
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The two semi-structured focus group interviews included three and four people
respectively. Each one lasted approximately 40 minutes. Initially, a longer interview session
was sought but the district did not want to unnecessarily burden teachers who were already
feeling the challenging effects of COVID-19. Individual interviews were then conducted with
non-focus group participants. The researcher’s original intent was to conduct individual
interviews in order to funnel down and understand repeating themes more thoroughly.
However, because the researcher regularly heard focus group participants use the same answers
as the participant who had just finished speaking, he decided to change the purpose of the
individual interviews. Repeated statements – spoken without much reflection - such as “I’ll
second that,” “same with me,” and “I’m going to piggy-back on that” created doubt that
participants were not always being thoughtful or original in their answers.
As noted by Bogdan and Biklen (2007), “The researcher must always be prepared to let
go of the plan and jump on the opportunities the interview situation presents” (pg. 102). The
researcher needed to achieve saturation with some of the themes identified in the focus groups.
He could not be sure of this due to the appearance that some focus group participants may have
been simply choosing to go along with the response of a fellow focus group participant.
Therefore, he used the same instrument for the individual interviews that were used for the focus
group sessions. A distinct advantage of the individual interview is that the participant is not
influenced by other participants’ responses. When an individual interview participant gives the
same answer as someone from the focus group – unsolicited by the researcher – it contributes to
research saturation.
Data Analysis
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Both sets of interviews were thoroughly transcribed before participants were given the
opportunity to member check (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). To ensure accuracy, the researcher
listened to the interviews several times. The content analysis resulted from interview data as
well as demographic data. Once transcribed, the data was uploaded to www.delvetool.com and
the coding process began.
The coding strategies used – descriptive, and In Vivo coding – were selected due to their
relevance to the research objective. Descriptive codes were chosen in order to summarize the
topic of the data. They were often in the form of a noun. In Vivo codes utilized the participants’
language and terminology, allowing for the codes to reflect the perspectives and actions of the
participants (Ho, 2021).
Sample Demographics
The study sample included a variety of participants. Two were elementary school
teachers, four were middle school teachers, and six were high school teachers. Six taught core
subjects – language arts, math, science, or social studies - during the PDCP and six taught
elective courses. There was also diversity with regard to the year of PDCP completion. Three
participants finished in 2018, four finished in 2019, and five finished in 2020. Finally, the racial
breakdown was as follows: four African American and eight Caucasian. Table 1 provides the
Study Sample Demographics, including how many years were spent in a non-education career,
as well as whether the person participated in a focus group (FG) or an individual interview (II).
Table 1
Study Sample Demographics
Pseudonym

Subject

Non-Ed. Years

Macy

HS Art

2

FG or II Sex
II
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F

Ethnicity

Completion Year

African American

2019

Seth

HS Social Studies

0

II

M

White

2020

Kate

MS Lang. Arts

2

FG

F

White

2018

Mia

ES Art

5

FG

F

White

2019

Marge

HS Business

35

II

F

White

2018

Barbara

MS LA

5

FG

F

White

2020

Doris

ES ESE

32

FG

F

White

2020

Barry

MS SS

9

FG

M

African American

2020

Abby

MS ESE

25

FG

F

White

2020

Charity

HS SS

4

II

F

White

2019

Patty

HS Reading

7

FG

F

African American

2020

Terri

HS LA

2

II

F

African American

2020

Mean

10.66

Results
RQ1. What are participants’ lived experiences in the School District of Palm Beach County’s
Professional Development Certification Program?
Participants’ overall impressions of the program were positive, and a collective sampling
of quotations provides some of the positivity within their lived experiences. One of the positive
aspects was the comprehensive implementation. As Barry said,
This program was comprehensive in the sense that there were a lot of things that you
can’t really learn through a book. It encourages you to be active in your learning and
apply some of the things that you were learning. So, I thought that was effective,
personally.
Similarly, Abby said,

44

It made me well-rounded. It took me from the beginning to the end in my opinion. It
gave me different ideas how to think outside the box because I didn’t know how to do
this stuff. I don’t think anybody does, walking in. It helped me a lot. It really did. I am
glad I did it. I would recommend it, highly.
Other positive experiences that left participants feeling accomplished were the program’s
convenience, and a sense of collaboration. Doris said, “I struggled with kind of bouncing around
taking different paths, different classes at community colleges ‘til I found out about this program.
Then someone suggested this program and I thought, ‘Okay, great, once I take this I can get this
done and then I will have my certification.’” Mia said,
I could be at home. Or I could be at work. And, you know, I am a single parent. I have
a kid. That was convenient for me. Also, the collaborating. I became a better teacher. I
began to look, ok, how can I help other teachers with their content? Art ties very well
with science. How can I help tie these standards in and help teach these kids? I am a
better teacher for it.
In addition to the positive impressions, a few negative themes emerged. Those themes
were “frustration” and “time consuming.” Both terms are ascribed as In Vivo codes, meaning
that at least one participant used those words to describe the experience. Participants were
frustrated within the following contexts: being unfamiliar within education terms and relevancy
of the content.
As with all careers it is important for practitioners to understand the terms that are being
used in order to successfully carry out the job’s responsibilities. This is especially true in
education where several stakeholder groups – parents, teachers, administrators, support staff,
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community members - are involved in helping students succeed academically. The terms are
used by most if not all of the stakeholder groups. Ravitch (2007) wrote,
The language of education is often incomprehensible to those outside the field. . .
Educators must be able to speak clearly and intelligibly to all those who care about what
happens in classrooms. It matters not only for the well-being of students but also for the
well-being of public education (Preface).
Kate thoroughly described her frustration related to defining operational terms when she said,
I think the most difficult part about it, coming to this as a new teacher - and you don’t
know what a lot of this stuff means - is just understanding the vocabulary that’s being
used. You’re researching the tasks themselves before you even get into doing it because
you don’t understand what’s being asked of you. They were talking about all of these
things – FSQs, UFAs, and I had no idea what all those acronyms meant. . . I was
overwhelmed because there were so many guidelines: standards; scope and sequence; all
that. I didn’t understand any of that.
Marge expressed similar sentiments when she said,
I remember one of those (issues with which I needed help) was unpacking the standards.
I was never a teacher. I don’t know what unpacking the standards is. And I googled it.
Everything that it said on the internet never really, you know, never really went into:
what does unpacking the standards mean?
Charity said, “My masters in is political science. So, I didn’t have a lot of the education jargon.
It would’ve been helpful to have had that explained.”
Another source of frustration related to the course content not being relevant. This was
especially true for the tasks component of the program. Mia, a fine arts teacher, said,
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I struggled with the tasks because some of the things they wanted were not specific to
what I teach. And I had to like email and reach out to figure out how do I make this fit
my lesson? A task was asking something of me but it wasn’t something I do in art.
Even Charity, a core subject teacher, could relate, saying,
It was hard to complete some of the assignments because it wasn’t applicable to the
group in front of me. Like there was one task where they had you give a pre-test first.
And then give the exact same pretest as a posttest. My Advanced Placement students saw
that one coming a mile away. It kind of killed the validity of it. That kind of stuff wasn’t
as applicable.
Doris, also a core subject teacher, but for Pre-K, found it difficult to make the assignments fit
with her age group, noting, “They weren’t relevant to my age group.” She described the same
frustration with the Reading Competency course. Abby did too, when she shared, “I just didn’t
get it. Why are you making me do this assignment?”
Another theme to emerge was that the program was time consuming. The researcher
posed the question as follows: “The district described the PDCP as a rigorous two-year program.
Is rigorous an accurate word? What was it like to go through it?” In response, Marge said,
The amount of work that was involved was incredulous. And of course, you’re doing it
while you’re working full time and raising a family. Every time that I went to a link it
took you to another ten required actions then another ten then another ten. It was like,
‘Does this ever end?’ And then you click on the next thing under and you’re like, ‘Oh
my God. That was just the first chapter of this.’
Seth expressed the same frustration when he said,
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It’s a lot. A lot of it is almost like busy work; so it’s very daunting. There’s a lot of
paperwork. A lot of paperwork. It’s tough. When you open up an assignment and its
eight different modules to submit with student work going with that, I’m going, ‘Oh man,
I’m submitting basically a twenty-page assignment.’ That’s a lot for just one of the
twenty tasks.
Barbara, too, described the program as “time consuming.” Abby said, “The Reading
Competency class, there was a lot of work involved in that. A lot.” Terri said,
I remember one day I just did nothing but work from sun up to sun down. I literally
could not see by the time I was done I was using a magnifying glass to read the content.
And then afterwards I just had to close my eyes because I could not focus. I think that
that contributed to the fact that I now wear glasses. It was way too much content. I
would definitely say to revisit the content they are applying to Reading Competency II.
RQ2. What are the perceptions of participants in the School District of Palm Beach County’s
Professional Development Certification Program regarding its effectiveness in preparing them to
be successful in the classroom?
One component that participants identified as helping them to be effective educators was
differentiated instruction. Differentiated instruction has been promoted by researchers to help
meet students’ learning needs. It is important because student variability exists and the teacher
should create instruction that can be adapted to learning profiles, readiness, and interests
(Tomlinson, 2017).
Differentiated instruction was repeatedly identified as having a lot of impact on
participants. More than half of them said it was the most helpful of all of the tasks. As Charity
explained, “The differentiated instruction was valuable. That was probably one of the most
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valuable assignments. It made me think about how I was differentiating and why. And that was
helpful.” Similarly, Abby said,
We all know children don’t learn in the same way at the same time. They all have
different levels of mastery and how they get there. Differentiated instruction is key to
their success. So, I would take the history chapters and I would condense them so it
wasn’t so overwhelming. The task helped to show me different ways I can do that. And
not just me, but also allowing the students to choose what kind of differentiated
instruction works for them.
Even Marge, who was generally critical of the program, said,
The only one that stood out to me as helpful was the differentiated instruction task. You
know, how to be inclusive. How do you set up lessons for a classroom where you have
IEPs, 504s, ESOL, and regular kids? How do you do a lesson when you have to cater to
all these different groupings in one class? That task helped with that.
Participants were also pleased that the program helped them to incorporate some of the
strategies identified by Evans (2015) as important for alternative certification teachers to
implement. One of the strategies is to create high expectations for students. Barry said,
The lesson plan task helped me create high expectations for my students. I teach a tested
subject so I had some ideas on how to push the students. But from the program – the
high expectations – it added to my portfolio of what I already had in mind.
Increasing expectations helps students transition from academic apathy to an environment of
high academic expectations (Evans, 2015). Barbara echoed Barry’s sentiments, saying,
“Creating the high expectations, that’s what I got most out of the program.”
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Self-efficacy is another strategy that Evans (2015) suggested as important for
transitioning teachers. It is an important variable in teacher success (Bandura, 1986; Ernest,
1989; Evans, 2010), conceivably supplanting pedagogical and content knowledge in the position
of being most important. PDCP participants identified self-efficacy as something that they took
away from the program. Kate said, “The program gave me self-confidence. I definitely feel like
after the program I knew a lot more of the basics.” And Macy concurred, saying, “The program
gave me reassurance that I didn’t need to go back to school for education. Also, it reinforced
what I was doing related to classroom management.”
Another program theme that participants identified as helpful towards their classroom
effectiveness was the strength of the support that came from the district. The instrument asked
about the effectiveness of the one-on-one sessions, the program director, and the assessors.
Each was praised by both focus group and individual interview participants.
One-on-one sessions were offered to participants who needed help completing
assignments. As Doris explained,
There were certain tasks that they would offer assistance with if you wanted to, you
know, go to the one-on-one session. And if you have any questions while you were
doing it they were there to answer those questions for you instead of having to wait to get
a response. Or, it was just helpful because there were other people there that you could
bounce your ideas off. So, there were like one or two tasks for each session. So, you
could go for a half-day or full-day. There was kind of like a workshop to help you get
your tasks completed. Those were very helpful for me.
Barbara concurred, saying, “The one-on-ones were awesome.”
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Similarly, participants effused praise upon the program director and her support. Patty
said, “Dr. Parker was very supportive. She sat with me and walked me through quite a few of
my tasks. She also gave me a lot of insight on classroom management and how to present things
in my class.” Abby said, “Dr. Parker was great. If ever I had a question she responded pretty
much the same day.” Barry said, “She was very responsive to emails and provided resources.
Anything that I requested she was able to help point me in the right direction.” And Doris
agreed, saying, “She was excellent. Any questions I had she got back to me. Whenever I had
anything that I needed to find out about she was very effective and she would guide me to the
right people.” More than one participant was grateful that the director came to the school
personally to meet with the participant and offer support as well as check on progress.
The final support component praised by participants was the assessors. The assessors
were the people who graded the participants’ assignments. Kate said, “The assessors were
great.” And Mia said,
My assessor’s name was Mary. She was great. I would have an issue and I’d email and
she would email me back the same day. She was very helpful for trying to make certain
things work for my classroom. I was really happy with that.
Potential Biases
The biases for this study that could potentially impede the data were few. The researcher
taught at the same school where all of the pilot participants worked. One of the participants who
was individually interviewed (and part of the research sample) works at the same school as the
researcher. The researcher remained objective despite the potential bias of showing favor to
them personally or towards presenting their answers in a more favorable light. The researcher is
a teacher within the district that provides the program being studied. As part of the district’s
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research IRB process, he has been asked to share his findings with the district. This creates the
possibility of potential backlash if the findings are too unfavorable.
The researcher has been a teacher in the district for twenty-two years. During that time
the majority of his teacher colleagues have earned their certification in the traditional way. He,
too, acquired his Florida licensure in the traditional manner, having earned a Bachelor of Science
degree in education from a fully accredited university, and then passing the required
examinations. He recognizes that the heart of education is changing, and that there are diverse
training options for those with a variety of backgrounds who want to impact young people
through teaching.
Limitations
A limitation of this study was the use of Google Meet as the avenue for data collection.
While convenient, there were a few instances when the participants were distracted by life events
going on around them. For example, Charity needed to participate while serving as hall monitor
after school. Her attention was focused on the interview, but was then diverted momentarily.
She responded to a question by saying, “In particular; sorry, I’m on hall duty” and then may have
lost the main content to her answer. Similarly, a few of Patty’s family members were in her
vicinity. This caused her attention to be drawn away from the focus group. Also, during the
interview with Terri, the researcher’s Smartboard went into sleep mode because it did not sense
any action. This too was momentary but it did interrupt the continuity of the data collection.
Another limitation of the study relates to the extent of the impact. The study only
examines one district in one state. Because only one district was used, the findings only
represent twelve participants’ experiences and perspectives in this specific school district. The
experiences of a large teacher population may not be fully reflected by the smaller number of
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participants. While Florida Statute 1012.56 (Educator Certification Requirements) and Rule 6A5.066 (Florida Administrative Code Approval of Teacher Preparation Programs) do provide a
degree of uniformity for professional development certification programs, variances do exist
from county to county.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations
The purpose of this phenomenological, qualitative case study was to better understand
teachers’ lived experiences with the School District of Palm Beach County’s Professional
Development Certification Program between the 2017-2018 and 2019-2020 school years. The
study also sought to understand the ways in which the program helped teachers to become more
effective educators. The study has relevance for the following reasons: there is an imminent
teacher shortage; an increasing number of career change teachers need a comprehensive
alternative certification option; Florida districts desire to both train their teachers well and retain
them long term; and finally, because the core components of the PDCP are mandated by Florida
statute, the findings are applicable to other Florida district’s alternative certification programs.
Data were collected using semi-structured interviews within two formats. Twelve
participants took part in either a focus group or an individual interview. Two focus groups
consisting of three and four participants respectively were followed by individual interviews.
The researcher initially chose these formats to uncover themes within the focus groups and then
focus on those themes using individual interviews. However, because there was concern that
focus group participants were simply choosing to repeat answers from other focus group
members, the individual interviews were used to achieve saturation impartially. As a result,
saturation was achieved regarding several themes through individual interviews. Participant
diversity was sought and achieved regarding race, sex, grade level taught, and year of program
completion.
Discussion
Every teacher who is alternatively certified decided to change course after their
undergraduate major had begun or was earned. Seth, who completed the School District of Palm
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Beach County’s PDCP in 2020, decided to become a teacher well after his undergraduate degree
began. His decision to change course sounded like this:
I picked history as a major in community college because that was the fastest way to get
out of community college. I wanted no more math requirements. I didn’t know I wanted
to be a teacher until probably my last year of college when I was starting to coach at a
high school. And then I would substitute teach to help make ends meet, and then it was
like, ‘Alright, yeah, I feel comfortable here. This is what I like.’ And that’s when I
decided I would teach. At that point I was already a history major. It was just a matter of
figuring out which program I wanted to do to get my certification.
There are many like Seth within the School District of Palm Beach County, and the
number of teachers needing alternative certification is increasing. Sharon Martinez, the
District’s Manager of Professional Development, reports that between 2018 and 2021 the
number of teachers needing alternative certification rose from 90 to 338 (personal
communication, January 27, 2021). That is an increase of 275%.
The following two research questions guided the research:
RQ1. What are participants’ lived experiences in the School District of Palm Beach
County’s Professional Development Certification Program?
Research Question One was based on the phenomenological approach to research,
exploring participants’ lived experiences. Open-ended questions solicited answers that sought to
uncover what it was like for a teacher to experience the PDCP. For example, participants were
asked RQ1, as well as, ‘In its advertisements the district used the word ‘rigorous’ to describe the
program. Is that the best word to use? If not, what word would be better, and why?’ Participants
responded by taking a broad view of the program, indicating in their responses that their overall
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impressions were favorable. Then they elaborated by praising the specific components that
helped them, and offering criticism of the components that could be improved.
RQ2. What are the perceptions of participants in the School District of Palm Beach
County’s Professional Development Certification Program regarding its effectiveness in
preparing them to be successful in the classroom?
Research Question Two sought participants’ perceptions on how the program effectively
prepared them to teach well. Most of the instrument focused on this question. For example,
Evans’ strategies for transitioning teachers were incorporated into the instrument. Did the
program help participants create a trusting classroom environment, build critical thinking skills,
provide for intrinsic motivation, help your self-efficacy, etc.? Also, participants were asked
which of the 20 job-embedded tasks was most beneficial and why, as well as how well they were
supported by the PDCP coordinator and assessors. The full set of interview questions can be
found in Appendix C.
Implications
Because of the growing popularity of the district’s PDCP, and because the district
recognized that its’ program was not relevant to all teachers, it made significant changes to its
program in the fall of 2020. The district’s new PDCP added staff members to help meet the
needs of more participants. It adjusted the format and content to improve relevancy. It aligned
the content to match the district’s focus model of instruction. And finally, it increased the focus
on pedagogy instead of having participants just ‘run down the list of Florida Educator
Accomplished Practices’ (S. Martinez, personal communication, January 27, 2021).
Even though the district changed its PDCP, the study’s findings have relevance for the
district, as well as for other Florida districts that have PDCPs. Thirty-two of Florida’s sixty-
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seven school districts have PDCPs (Professional Development Certification Program, 2020).
Florida statutes identify that “A school district, charter school, or charter management
organization that implements a PDCP program shall provide a competency-based certification
program developed by the Department of Education or developed by the district, charter school,
or charter management organization and approved by the Department of Education. The
program shall include the following:
1. A minimum period of initial preparation before assuming duties as the teacher
of record.
2. An option for collaboration with other supporting agencies or educational
entities for implementation.
3. A teacher mentorship or induction component.
4. An assessment of teaching performance aligned to the district’s system for
personnel evaluation.
5. Professional education preparation content knowledge.
6. Required achievement of passing scores on the subject area and professional
education competency examination.
The study’s findings are applicable because every Florida district PDCP program must
include content knowledge of the Florida Educator Accomplished Practices (FEAPs). Whether a
program is modeled after the state template or it is created by the district itself, it includes
coursework and a portfolio incorporating the FEAPs, as well as passing scores on the exams.
Recommendations for Practitioners
Prior to the 2020 PDCP changes, to satisfy the coursework FEAP requirements,
participants filled in documents with answers to questions. In the new program, Google
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Classroom is used, allowing for a more interactive experience. In addition to these changes,
district administrators could apply the following findings.
First, participants desire a more in-person professional development experience. In
response to a question about more live interaction within professional development, Charity said,
Absolutely. That would be the #1 thing. They hit on all the key topics throughout the
course but the way that it was presented was not ideal, especially if you weren’t so
motivated. You were missing part of different topics. . . Anything that was a little more
personable that had a little more direct instruction would be better. It was a lot of – with
those 20 tasks – read this, look at this website and then execute this in your classroom. .
. I wish it would have been more personal. It should be more like, these are actual
learning opportunities and here’s the feedback, and what are you doing, and how can I
help you with this?
Doris concurred, saying, “I really like the way that they started doing the one-on-ones
towards the end of my program.” Marge suggested, “More one-on-one guidance would be
helpful.” And Barry said, “I think that one adjustment that could be made is to make some of
these classes instructor led. It was all self-directed with the exception of the Reading
Competency class. More of these tasks could be instructor led.”
There are some inherent challenges to making instruction more person-to-person. The
nature of education (and society in general) is to incorporate technology at increasing levels.
This was exacerbated with the COVID-19 pandemic. But, considering the importance of the task
at hand – teaching teachers how to teach effectively – as well the patience required to maximize
results, every effort should be made to present the content in a desired format. This could
include giving participants the option of reporting to a central location for an in-person learning
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experience like in a traditional classroom as opposed to providing only an occasional one-on-one
setting.
Other recommendations for the District’s PDCP center on Evans’ (2015) five strategies
for career changers. Study participants mentioned varying levels of incorporation for some of
the strategies, especially raising expectations and self-efficacy. Participants said that the other
strategies - creating a trusting classroom community, increasing critical thinking, and instilling
intrinsic motivation - were not included.
Research identifies creating a trusting classroom learning environment as a significant
factor in teacher effectiveness (Cousins-Cooper, 2000; Evans & Leonard, 2013; Gay, 2000;
Ladson-Billings, 2009; Leonard & Evans, 2012). Such an environment is created by the teacher
emphasizing from the beginning of the year that he or she is available to support the students’
learning and development. Also, teachers should integrate students’ interests into the contexts of
lessons taught. These practices of effective, repetitive, and supportive communication and
making content relevant to individual student interests could be incorporated into the PDCP in
the same way that other pedagogical principles are taught to teachers. Creating a trusting
classroom also helps with classroom management, a significant concern for new teachers
(Cruickshank, Jenkins, & Metcalf, 2006; Veenman, 1984). As Charity said, “Classroom
management was definitely my number one struggle for my first year, getting a handle on how to
balance having order with also having a comfortable learning environment for everybody.”
Training teachers to increase critical thinking is another strategy that should be
incorporated. Developing a deeper conceptual understanding greatly helps students. For
example, in a social studies class, it is not enough to know forms of government. Instead,
students need to understand how and why a country’s form of government changed. Beginning
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the year by emphasizing conceptual understanding sets the foundation for higher achievement
(Evans, 2015).
The last of Evans’ (2015) new teacher strategies for incorporation into the PDCP could
be instilling intrinsic motivation for students. First, it is important to distinguish extrinsic
rewards from intrinsic factors because it is possible for extrinsic rewards to inhibit intrinsic
motivation (Kohn, 1994). Simply, intrinsic motivation is the internal desire to learn. Teachers
should seek to instill it within all students. This is best done by the teacher’s example as well as
through communicating to students both the love of their content area and their passion for
learning.
The study participants also provided a recommendation related to exam preparation.
They felt that the exam preparation within the PDCP was insufficient. Because one of the
Florida Department of Education’s goals is to increase the number of highly qualified K-12
teachers, it administers educator assessments, also known as Florida Teacher Certification
Examinations (FTCE). Educators seeking initial certification take one of 39 subject area
examinations, the General Knowledge Test, and the Professional Education Test (Canto, 2017).
Terri, when asked what additional professional development would be most helpful to the
program, said:
I think that the test preparation was the worst part of the program. There aren’t enough
guides out there and the ones you can find are outdated. I have had to hire tutors and
even that has been inadequate. That aspect should’ve been more hands-on through the
district.
Marge, who had to take the General Knowledge test seven times, agreed, saying, “I
would think that there would be a plethora of support on this issue. The one-time class in the
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evening after you’ve been teaching all day just doesn’t cut it.” The district provides
recommendations for websites to use, as well as for the local community college that provides
live coursework. However, the college’s exam preparation classes are not regularly offered. The
district should coordinate and implement live weekly sessions for program participants for a
nominal fee.
Additionally, it is important to consider evaluating participants’ prior knowledge in order
to make the participants’ program experience less time consuming. Specifically, ‘What is the
feasibility of participants taking a pretest to gauge what participants know already so that the
program could be customized for their stage of learning?’ However, the practicality of such a
suggestion is not viable. The district’s manager of professional development replied with the
following answer,
Unfortunately, in order to develop our district’s plan, we have to follow a rubric
of criteria set by the state of Florida and demonstrate that we are meeting all of those
markers within our program. Because we know that these candidates did not go through
a college of education we know that they did not receive formal training, which is what
this is. It’s what they would have received in a college of education program. It’s what
produces that high-quality teaching and yields improved student outcomes and successful
students.
Recommendations for Academics
This qualitative research uncovered various themes resulting from semi-structured
interviews. Factors surrounding various variables were not considered. Future research could
use a quantitative format to compare teacher attrition rates within the district between the old and
new programs. Similarly, exam passing rates could be compared between the old and new
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programs. Within the realm of phenomenology, the same instrument could be used to inquire of
new program participants. Also, the geographic scope of the study could be expanded to include
more districts as well as an increased number of participants. It would also be beneficial to
compare Florida’s alternative certification model to other states’ models while considering
attrition rates.
Because each of the negative themes that emerged could be considered as ubiquitous
nationwide, future research could study each one in order to add to the broader field of
education. The various states and districts employ various strategies within their professional
development certification programs to alleviate beginning teachers’ frustration because of not
understanding educational terminology. How do each of these strategies impact teachers’
understanding and subsequent implementation of these educational concepts? How does their
understanding or lack thereof impact self-efficacy? Perhaps no other concept has as much
potential to impact student achievement. Teachers cannot teach what they do not understand.
But if and when concepts are understood, such understanding instills confidence and
consequently a more impassioned effort with students. Higher levels of teacher self-efficacy
have been shown to produce teacher resiliency and a greater determination to help all students
reach their potential (Pendergast, Garvis, & Keogh, 2011).
Similarly, future research could analyze participants’ feelings of program relevancy to
their subject area teaching. How do varying feelings of program relevancy impact teacher
effectiveness? A quantitative study could gauge these factors in addition to variables related to
teacher effectiveness. Likert scale data could be collected and analyzed to produce findings. Do
higher relevancy results correlate to greater teacher effectiveness, better teacher morale, and
higher retention? Are lower relevancy perceptions resulting in reduced effectiveness, lower
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morale, and less retention? The findings could impact professional development curriculum
designers and could ultimately impact student achievement.
The study’s other identified negative theme – that the program was time consuming –
also relates to relevancy. If a teacher can see that the required task at hand will contribute to his
or her success with students, it will not be viewed as a time burden. Within the study, Doris
provided an example of this. Her first response, arguably what she most wanted to convey,
sounded like this,
I’ll start. I had some challenges with the program due to the fact that the assignments
were more geared towards high school and middle school . . . If the program could be
segregated to what school level you’re doing at that present time that would be helpful.
It took me a greater amount of time to complete the program because I had to convert
everything to the level that I was teaching. The tasks weren’t relevant to my age group.
Research confirms that teachers who receive substantial, relevant, professional development
positively impact their students’ achievement (Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007).
Future qualitative research could analyze program participants’ perceptions of relevancy as it
relates to time spent on various tasks.
Finally, opportunities for future research also exist within the realm of statistical
quantitative analysis. Possible variables include the age of the participant, what grade they
taught, and how many years they were into the program. An ordinal logit probe regression
analysis could evaluate the differential impact of the variables when the PDCP was implemented
five years ago vs. ten years ago vs. during Covid-19, etc. Also, it would be wise to consider the
professions being left in order to enter teaching. Are there any trends to be identified in terms of
the type of former career – whether law enforcement, entrepreneur, military, hospitality, etc. -
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and the extent to which it predicts teacher retention or the propensity to foster student
achievement after the PDCP?
Conclusions
Organization of the data provided several important findings. PDCP completers were
positive about the program as it relates to their lived experiences. Participants stated that critical
attributes with RQ1 were the program’s comprehensiveness, its convenience, and the sense of
collaboration that it provided. Negative themes related to frustration due to not understanding
the educational verbiage used, the lack of relevancy of the program, and feeling burdened by the
amount of time that needed to be allocated to complete program requirements.
The second research question highlighted ways in which the program helped the teachers
to become effective educators. The differentiated instruction task was mentioned several times
as being very important and helpful. Participants also valued the concepts of creating high
expectations for students, and self-efficacy. This is significant because Evans (2015) suggested
that transitioning teachers incorporate creating high expectations, and self-efficacy. Finally,
participants effused praise on the quality of the support that was received from the school
district, whether from the director, the assessors, or the one-on-one sessions.
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Appendix A
Informed Consent
My name is Brad Johnson. I am pursuing a doctorate degree in Educational Leadership
from Bethel University in St. Paul, Minnesota. Writing and defending a dissertation is a
significant requirement of the program. My dissertation research study is titled A
Phenomenological study of the School District of Palm Beach County’s Professional
Development Certification Program. Tracy Reimer, Ph. D., Bethel’s Program Director, and
Michael Lindstrom, Ed. D., my dissertation advisor, are overseeing my efforts. This consent
form provides information concerning your voluntary involvement. If you have any questions,
please contact me via email at brad.johnson@palmbeachschools.org.
Purpose of the Research
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study will be to examine teachers’
lived experiences and growth perceptions within the School District of Palm Beach County’s
Professional Development Certification Program. It will explore the influence of the program
upon their understanding of the teaching profession as well as its effectiveness in helping
teachers become successful educators. The research findings will be conveyed in the dissertation.
Research Procedures
Data for the dissertation will be collected through focus group sessions, followed by
individual interviews. Both the focus group sessions and the individual interviews will occur
using Google Meet technology. The length for each focus group session and individual interview
will be approximately one hour and will include consent form follow up, instructions, and the
interview. You are being asked to participate in one session, either a focus group or an individual
interview. I will ask open ended questions relating to the theme of the study. Once complete, the
interviews will be transcribed verbatim. You will then have the opportunity to member check the
transcription for accuracy. I will then analyze the data in order to identify themes and
recommendations for those who are interested in the results.
Potential Benefit or Risk for Participants
Because research enhances the field of knowledge, your participation will contribute to
the understanding of alternative certification programs. More specifically, it will help district
stakeholders to glean best practice for future Professional Development Certification Program
participants. Your efforts with regard to this study are greatly appreciated, and will be
acknowledged with a $40 gift card to a local restaurant.
Because the research topic is neither controversial nor likely to emote strong feelings, the
risk for participants is generally low. However, while steps will be taken to protect
confidentiality, and it is unlikely that confidentiality will be violated, I cannot guarantee that all
focus group members will maintain confidentiality.
Protection of Research Participants
Because your participation is voluntary, you may opt out at any time. As an approved
Institutional Review Board researcher, I will adhere to the highest standard with regard to
confidentiality. I have received Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative certification. This
78

pertains to best practice related to ethics and confidentiality. I assure you that the following steps
will be enacted in order to minimize risks to confidentiality.
1. Prior to arrival, you will be asked to choose a pseudonym.
2. Introductions between participants using actual names will not occur.
3. If participating in a focus group you will be asked to affirm the following statement:
Do you agree that anything shared by anyone else in this setting is confidential and
that you will not share it?
4. There will not be a break during the session.
Participant Consent
I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary. I consent to participate. I
have read this form and will contact the researcher with questions or concerns. I understand that
although efforts will be made to minimize risk, the confidentiality of participants within focus
groups cannot be guaranteed. The terms and conditions as outlined are acceptable and I approve
of the ways that the researcher will use the interview data.
Participant Information
Name:_________________________________
Signature:______________________________

Date:__________________

Phone:______________________
Please make a selection regarding preference:
_____Focus Group
_____Individual Interview
_____No preference
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Appendix B
School District of Palm Beach County PDCP Candidates vs. Completers
The Palm Beach County School District’s Professional Development Certification
Program (PDCP) is the vehicle by which teachers that did not graduate from a college of
education obtain their professional teaching certification. The program has maintained positive
completion trends over the last three school years. This upward trend in program completion
rates is due to several supporting structures that the program coordinator has implemented to
assist candidates in meeting the program requirements.
•

In order to ensure that no new teacher is overlooked, a comprehensive query is
pulled from PeopleSoft HCM that includes all new teachers.

•

Using the FDOE Certification website, VERSA, we examine each new teacher’s
Statement of Eligibility for any coursework needed and record this data on a
master spreadsheet.

•

Once the individual certification needs have been identified, an Alternative
Certification Pathway Selection Section is disseminated to each new teacher.
This process ensures that each new teacher is given a list of appropriate
certification options from which to choose.

•

The new teacher then selects from a list of options and is sent an email with ‘Next
Steps’ on how to begin their chosen pathway. Then the final selection data is
entered onto the master spreadsheet.

•

New teachers that have selected the PDCP/Alternative Certification Program then
complete an application process to become a PDCP Candidate.
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•

A 3-hour orientation session is held on non-student contact days, in a computer
lab setting, to review how to navigate the online system, learn what materials are
needed for successful completion of each task, and actually complete the first few
tasks within the program.

•

The candidate then selects a Clinical Educator to serve as their school-based
mentor. This mentor conducts classroom observations and provides feedback and
guidance to the candidate. Each mentor pair is entered into PeopleSoft HCM for
state reporting purposes.

•

A district-level assessor is assigned to grade the submissions of each candidate, as
they complete the tasks within the state model.

•

The district-level coordinator monitors mentoring activities, program progress,
state reporting, all program training, and processes entrance/exit from the
program.

•

Fall, winter, and spring Task Cluster trainings are conducted face-to-face to allow
candidates to examine the task assignments in closer detail and offer a deeper
understanding of the content to be mastered within each task.

•

School visits are conducted with each candidate to review progress and discuss
any issues or barriers to their progress.

•

Open labs are held on the remaining non-student contact days and over Spring &
Summer Break where candidates can come to the computer lab, work in a quiet
setting, and receive 1-on-1 assistance and feedback from the district-level
coordinator.
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•

The master spreadsheet, a tracking system of queries from our district PeopleSoft
eLearning and HCM systems, as well as the state certification VERSA platform,
aid in the ongoing monitoring of candidate progress as they progress through the
program requirements.

These structures have resulted in a sharp increase of completion rates since its
implementation. The successful preparation of new teachers has led to the retention of these
teachers. This is particularly significant, as the PDCP candidates comprise the vast majority of
our content experts that hold degrees in academic areas such as science, math, technology,
business, engineering, and literature. This gives students the opportunity to learn from teachers
that have deep understanding of critical content.
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Appendix C
Focus Group Interview Questions
1. Describe how the required assignments (tasks) were job embedded.
2. Which of the 20 job-embedded tasks was most beneficial and why?
3. What components of the face to face sessions were most beneficial and why?
4. How did the program help you to create a trusting classroom community?
5. How did the program help you with classroom management?
6. How did the program help you with self-efficacy?
7. How did the program help you with creating high expectations for students?
8. How did the program help you to create intrinsic motivation for students?
9. How were you supported by the PDCP coordinator?
10. How were you supported by the Assessors (mentors grading your assignments).
11. What additional professional development would be most helpful to program
graduates?
12. In its advertisements the district used the word ‘rigorous’ to describe the program. Is
that the best word to describe it? If not, what word would you choose, and why?
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Appendix D - Various States’ Professional Development Certification Programs

Florida
Basic Description

Number of Months
to Complete

District based
professional
development
certification
program with
competency-based,
on-the-job training
in professional
education
competencies
24

Georgia

California

New York

Minnesota

Candidates are
provided a support
team trained in
Coaching Standards
and are accepted into a
state Educator
Preparation Program
(both region and
district based)

Candidates complete a
state teacher
credentialing
commission approved
district intern program
that includes a districtbased Professional
Development Plan

Candidates participate
in an Alternative
Teacher Program
offered by collegeschool partnerships and
receive mentoring
support and
supervision.

A four-tiered licensure
program; Tier 1
requires a bachelor’s
degree and is good for
one year. Higher tiers
include teacher
preparation programs
and longer licensure
terms

18-24

varies

varies

Mentoring support;
supervision from ACP;
college courses to
complete teacher
certification
requirements

Professional,
pedagogical, and
content studies;
advising; monitoring of
candidate progress &
program effectiveness;
faculty qualifications
Yes

Florida Educator
Accomplished Practices

Coaching and support

12-24
Child development;
Teaching and Methods;
and Culture and
methods of teaching
English language
learners

Student Teaching

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Testing & Other
Requirements

Completion of 20
program tasks; Reading
Endorsement course;
passing scores on the
General Knowledge,
Professional Educator,
and Subject Area
Examinations;
Acceptable evaluation
of classroom teaching
performance
Professional
Development
Certification Program
(2020)

Must have a major in
field or a passing score
on the Georgia
Assessments for the
Certification of
Educators; demonstrate
a deep understanding of
critical concepts;
contribute towards
student learning
growth; Educator
Ethics Assessment

Baccalaureate or higher
degree; The Principles
of the U.S Constitution
course completion;
guidance from a
certified employee;
subject matter
examination; Reading
Instruction Competence
Assessment

200 hour introductory
component (40 field
hours); NY State
Teacher Certification
Exam; Content
Specialty Test; Dignity
for All Students
Workshop; A major in
the subject in which
they plan to teach
(secondary)

Credential
Requirements. (n.d.)

Alternative Teacher
Preparation Program
(2014)

Key Components
Included

Reference

Georgia Professional
Standards Commission
(n.d.)
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Passing scores on state
tests in subject area
(T2); Passing scores in
content and pedagogy
(T3); Passing scores on
board approved skills
exam (T4)

Apply for a License
(n.d.)

